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Abstract
This paper reports the findings of a study taken from an ongoing doctoral research study which investigates the
effects of metacognitive strategy training on lecture listening comprehension abilities of undergraduate students
in Malaysia. Listening to lectures is difficult especially for students who have just entered the university and even 
more daunting for Malaysian students as English is a second or foreign language to them. The study involved 34 
first-year students from the Faculty of Education in a public university in Malaysia. Instrumentation for the study
involved the use of a questionnaire, a listening test and semi-structured interviews. Results indicated that students
who frequently use metacognitive strategies when listening to lectures in English scored higher in the listening
test. In addition, students could benefit from instructions in listening strategies as these assisted them in their
academic success.
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1. Introduction
Language learners are often faced with difficulties when they listen to the target language. Research has shown
that these difficulties include how fast a person is speaking (Conrad, 1989; Blau, 1990; Zhao, 1997), words used
(Johns and Dudley-Evans, 1980; Kelly, 1991), phonological features (Henrichsen, 1984; Matter, 1989) and 
background knowledge (Long, 1990; Chiang and Dunkel, 1992). Brown (1995) further argued that listening
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difficulties are also related to the levels of cognitive demands made by the content of the texts. The report in this 
article is part of a larger study on the effect of metacognitive strategy instruction on second language lecture 
listening comprehension. In recent years, there has been an increasing interest and research on the need for 
effective listening skills and strategies for ESL university students studying in English speaking institutions 
(Hyon, 1997) as English has become a major language in tertiary education and the language of university 
lectures (Long & Richards, 1994). Effective listening comprehension skills are essential for students’ academic 
success (Benson, 1994; Dunkel, 1991; Flowerdew, 1992, 1994; Vandergrift, 2004). However, Mendelsohn 
(2002) argues that university students’ listening skills are not developed enough to enable them to effectively 
extract content information from lectures. In fact, lecturers often assume that students would develop their 
listening skills through “osmosis and without help” (Mendelsohn, 1984). In an analysis of problems faced by 
Malaysian students studying in UiTM, Abdul Aziz & Ismail (2005) discover that these students lack the 
necessary skills to learn through lectures in the English medium. 
Researchers point out that listening to lecture is a major part of university study (Richards, 1983; Benson, 
1989 in Flowerdew, 2003; Morell, 2004). Benson (1994) labels the lecture as “the central ritual of university 
culture”. A research by Ferris and Tagg (1995 cited in Hyon, 1997) demonstrates that the lecture is the most 
common mode for instruction of over 230 university and college faculties. However, during lectures, ESL 
students are faced with greater difficulties as they have to comprehend subject matter delivered in English as well 
as contend with other obstacles that a lecture could create. This leads to comprehension difficulties when students 
listen to academic lectures. Mason (1994) investigates lecture comprehension strategies of 26 graduate students 
studying in an English medium for the first time. Results of the study reveal that there are various problems at 
different levels in understanding lectures.  
Although listening has been taught in many language programmes, experts still believe that much research 
need to be done to enable a more effective classroom teaching of the skill (Anderson and Lynch 1988; Buck 
1995; Mendelsohn 1998; Goh, 2000; Vandergrift 2004). Starting from the 1960s, listening instruction began to 
receive attention, however, it was much influenced by researches in reading and writing (Brown, 1987). With the 
popularity of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) methodology, listening began to gain importance as the 
CLT method emphasised the need to teach listening for effective oral communication. With the rapid 
development of computer and media aided methodology, more experts are beginning to view listening as an 
important language skill to be developed. This resulted in increasing research on listening skill and its processes. 
Researches by Rubin (1994), Lynch (1998), Vandergrift (2004), Flowerdew and Miller (2005), Macaro, Graham 
and Vanderplank (2007) and Goh (2008) have drawn our attention to new approaches to teaching listening. These 
researches have also come to light due to developments in the field of cognitive psychology. One of the 
researches in the area of cognitive psychology is metacognitive approach (Chamot, 1995; Mendelsohn, 1995; 
1998; Vandergrift, 2004 and Goh, 2008). The metacognitive approach aims to train learners to apply effective 
strategies to cope with the demands of listening (Mendelsohn, 1998).  
Although research in the area of metacognitive strategies effects on listening is limited, evidence from 
reading and writing points to the fact that metacognitive strategies assist students in managing their learning more 
effectively, hence, they are able to maximise the information received and this can be used to improve their 
performance of required tasks.  Wenden (1998) argues that learners who use their metacognitive abilities seem to 
have the following advantages over learners who do not know the beneficial roles that metacognition plays in 
language learning: 
1. They are more strategic learners. 
2. Their rate of progress in learning as well as the quality and speed of their cognitive engagement is faster. 
3. They are confident in their abilities to learn. 
4. They do not hesitate to obtain help from peers, teachers, or family when needed. 
5. They provide accurate assessments of why they are successful learners. 
6. They think clearly about inaccuracies when failure occurs during an activity. 
7. Their tactics match the learning task and adjustments are made to reflect changing circumstances. 
8. They perceive themselves as continual learners and can successfully cope with new situations  
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In his study, Vandergrift (2004) employed a technique called metacognitive sequence facilitate his subjects’ use 
of metacognitive strategies during listening. Results of the study show that these processes benefit the subjects 
through raising their awareness on use of strategy and provide a kind of scaffolding as the subjects are going 
through with listening tasks. Vandergrift’s study seems to advocate the use of these strategies to improve 
learners’ comprehension as well as motivate them to learn. The present article examines beginning university 
students’ attitude towards listening comprehension and the metacognitive strategies that they use to assist in their 
lecture comprehension.  
 
2.0 The Study 
 
The present study employs both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies. Data were obtained from 




The subjects were 34 first semester students undertaking the Bachelor of Education at a Malaysian public 
university. All of the students were from non-English speaking backgrounds and English was a second or foreign 
language to them. For them, most English communications were limited to English lessons in their schools only. 
First year students were chosen because they face greater challenges in understanding lectures as most schools in 
Malaysia still adopt the traditional teacher-centred learning style and are exam-oriented in nature. In general they 
found listening comprehension in an academic English environment quite difficult. The students consisted of 23 
female students and 11 male students between the ages of 20 and 42 years old. All the 34 students in this study 
had enrolled courses at the Faculty of Education. 10 (29.4%) students were enrolled in B.Ed in Chemistry while 
another 10 (29.4%) were from TESL programme. The rest of the students were from B.Ed in Physics (26.5%) 




To establish whether the students had benefitted significantly from the 10-week intervention programme, the 
students were asked to sit for a pre-test before they underwent the strategy training. After the 10-week strategy 
training, they were again asked to sit for a similar test. The tests were adapted from the Test of English as a 
Foreign Language (TOEFL) listening comprehension section.  The reason why the test was based on TOEFL is 
due to the fact that TOEFL is the most widely used English-language test in the world as it is used by more than 
colleges, universities and agencies around the world and it includes a section on real life lecture listening. The 
tests consisted of multiple-choice questions and inference questions based on the main ideas of the content 
presented in the lectures. The tests had already been piloted with a similar group of students and validated by a 
panel of experts prior to their application. A test-retest analysis demonstrated the cronbach-alpha of .903. 
 
After the 34 students had sat for the post test at the end of the 10-week metacognitive lecture listening strategy 
instruction, the mean scores of the pre and post tests were compared to determine if there was a significant 
difference between them. This would indicate whether there were improvements that could be associated with the 
application of listening strategies that students had learned during the training. After three weeks of attending 
lectures in English at the Faculty of Education, the subjects were asked to answer a questionnaire on 
metacognitive lecture listening strategies. The questionnaire was adapted from Vandergrift et al. (2006) 
Metacognitive Awareness Listening Questionnaire (MALQ). The MALQ has been used as a tool to raised 
students’ awareness of listening processes and to increase self-regulated use of comprehension strategies 
(Coşkun, 2010). The questionnaire items were related to five metacognitive factors that are related to listening 
strategies: the subjects’ personal knowledge on listening, planning-evaluation metacognitive strategies, mental 
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translation strategies, directed attention and problem-solving strategies. The questionnaire was analysed 
according to these factors using frequency counts. Meanwhile, the interviews were first transcribed and then 
analyzed both inductively and deductively.  
 
2.2.1The Treatment – MetSI 
 
The treatment used in this study is a Metacognitive Strategy Training Instruction (MetSI) based on Brown’s 
Metacognitive Strategies. During the MetSI programme, the 34 students underwent a 10 week intensive 
metacognitive listening strategy module aimed at improving their lecture listening skills and metacognitive 
strategies. The rationale for the 10-week programme is so that the programme ends at the end of the semester. 
The first week was utilized for ice-breaking activities and employing the pre-test to the students. The final week 
of the semester was used to collect data through employment of post-test and interviews. Figure 2 below 
summarises the Metacognitive Strategy Training programme: 
 
The Metacognitive Strategy Instruction (MetSI) consisted of listening tasks where students listened to numerous 
listening texts, including listening to stories as well as academic lectures. The programme included 
demonstrations and examples so that students would view the strategy in action. Each teaching module presented 
was divided into specific underlying strategies that students would have opportunities to discuss and practice. 
Each lesson consisted of three principal stages: pre-, while and post-listening. In the pre-listening stage, students 
were provided with pre-listening questions or discussions and introduction of new vocabulary. The pre-listening 
activities included revision and presentation of language items, and planning and preparation for an activity. 
During the “while” stage, students did activities or tasks aimed at practicing the strategies and developing skills 
areas. Each lesson consisted of a quick review including dialogue or other type of audio exercises. The instructor 
also asked questions and demonstrated strategies at this stage. Finally, at the post-listening stage, the students 
were given exercises for strategy practice. The students had further practice to consolidate, extend and review 
language, either in a different context or to produce an outcome such as a completed worksheet during the post 
listening stage. To increase students’ awareness of strategies used at each stage, prompting, questioning and 
modelling techniques and strategies were consistently employed by the instructor. This is to demonstrate, discuss 
learning and help students to reflect on what they had done, how they did it and how well they did. Wenden 
(1985) highlights the fact that teachers need to expand their role by taking on a guiding, questioning role which 




3.1 Pre and Post Tests 
 
The results of the students’ pre-test and post-test were compared by running an independent-sample T-test. The 
analysis of the students’ overall performances for the pre and post tests is shown in Table 1. The scores indicate 
that students obtained higher mean scores in the post-test compared to the pre-test score. The mean score 
obtained from the pre and post tests were 61.00 and 75.26 respectively resulting in the mean difference of 14.265. 
The results also indicate that the total score for the students’ post test was significantly different at p<0.05: t = 
4.545, p = 0.000 (sig. 2-tailed). Hence, the results indicate that students exhibited a higher level of improvement 
after the treatment. 
Table 1: T-test 
  Mean (%) Std Deviation |t|-value p-value 
Pre test mark  61.00 13.887     
Post test mark 75.26 14.469     
  Mean Std deviation |t|-value p-value 
Pre test* post test mark -14.265 18.301 4.545 0.000 
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3.2 The Questionnaire and Interviews 
 
The questionnaire items were analysed according to metacognitive factors related to listening strategies:  
1. personal knowledge on listening,  
2. planning-evaluation metacognitive strategies,  
3. mental translation strategies,  
4. directed attention and  
5. problem-solving strategies.  
 
Analysis of the questionnaire indicated that using experience and knowledge was the main strategy to facilitate 
lecture comprehension (mean=3.136, SD=0.720). 
 
3.2.1 Personal Knowledge  
 
Table 2 below describes the findings on the subjects’ personal knowledge. The findings reveal that close to 47% 
of the respondents found listening as the most difficult language skill compared to reading, writing and speaking. 
A majority of the subjects (65%) also viewed listening as challenging.  
 





I find that listening to English is more difficult than reading, speaking, or writing in English. 47 
I feel that listening comprehension in English is a challenge for me. 65 
 
These findings were further elaborated by respondents during the interview sessions with the subjects. The 
interviews though revealed that some students found speaking as more difficult than listening because they felt 
that they were being judged whenever they spoke in English. On the other hand, due to the overt nature of the 
listening process, subjects do not feel that they are being judged by their listening abilities: 
 
S5: “Speaking is most difficult because sometimes when we speak in English, we think in English right, to come 
up with the words in English is quite difficult.” 
 
Interviews also revealed that many students did not feel listening skill in English was important for them to excel 
in school although reading was often emphasized by teachers: 
 
S1: “In my school, teachers always stressed on reading - not so much listening. They just did drilling in class... 
until we had to do MUET (Malaysian University Entrance Test), then we did listening. They also focussed on 
grammar, no listening...” 
S3: “I never learn on how to listen. In school they don’t teach us listening. I just went through the lesson.” 
 
However, the interviews also revealed that the subjects’ perceptions changed when they entered the university as 
they faced difficulties in understanding lectures delivered in English. 
 
S1: “...in class, my friends and I are left behind because it is hard for us to understand and it is also hard for the 
lecturers to finish the syllabus...The lecturers need to clarify everything to make us understand, so we have a 
difficult time (completing the syllabus)” 
S3: “I found it so difficult because I didn’t practice speaking English with my friend (in school) ...I think we 
should include it (teach listening) in school because it helps a lot ... because in Malaysia they (schools) don’t 
teach listening... I think it is important because it is one of the skills to help learning” 
 
426   Suzanah Selamat and Gurnam Kaur Sidhu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  90 ( 2013 )  421 – 430 
 
The above findings corroborated with other research findings that language learners do not view strategies as 
important in listening skills and most language learners lack awareness that these strategies could positively 
affect their listening processes (Oxford et. al., 1990; Cohen, 2000; Vandergrift, 1990, Coşkun, 2010). 
 
3.2.2 Planning-evaluation Metacognitive Strategies  
 
Research has shown the benefits of preparing and reviewing topics learned in a lecture. Studies by Rost (1994) 
and Dunkel and Davis (1994) demonstrate that prior knowledge could assist students in understanding their 
lessons more effectively. Similarly, a study by Flowerdew and Miller (1992) demonstrates that students with the 
background knowledge of the lecture topic could relate more effectively to the lecture content. In contrast, the 
analysis displayed in Table 3 below, shows that in terms of planning and evaluation strategies, the subjects did 
not fully utilise these strategies to assist in their lecture comprehension. 
  





Before I start to listen to a lecture, I have a plan in my head on how I am going to listen. 55 
Before listening to a lecture, I think of similar texts that I may have listened to. 33 
I have a goal in mind as I listen to a lecture. 61 
After listening to a lecture, I reflect how I have listened, and about what I might do differently next 
time. 
59 
As I listen to a lecture, I periodically ask myself if I am satisfied with my level of comprehension 44 
 
The analysis shows that only 55% of the subjects plan ahead on how they are going to listen to a lecture. This is 
corroborated by comments from the subjects that they are not aware of the importance of preparing for a lecture. 
Many subjects also commented that they do not know and were never taught on how to prepare for a lecture. 
 
Interviews with subjects also revealed that they did not feel that they need to read lecture notes or textbook in 
preparation of a lecture.  
 
S3: “I just go into the lecture room...” 
S5: “I don’t prepare anything, I just go (to a lecture)” 
S1: “Sometimes, I’ll ‘google’ (about the topic) before the lecture, but only sometimes...” 
 
The above findings corroborated with the next finding that only a minority of the subjects (33%) said that they 
thought of similar texts before a lecture while 61%) of the subjects agreed that they had a goal in mind while 
listening to a lecture. 
 
Meanwhile, 59% of the subjects claimed that after listening to a lecture, they reflected on how they had listened, 
and how they might do differently next time. However, only 44% of the subjects said that they periodically ask 
themselves if they were satisfied with their level of comprehension throughout the lecture.  
 
Interviews with the subjects concurred with the above findings: 
 
S2: “...I don’t think how I have done (in a lecture)” 
S6: “... I ask my friends if I don’t understand, sometimes I ask the lecture but after (the lecture)” 
S1: “I ask my friend after class if I don’t understand but I don’t like to stop the lecture. But most of the time I 
forgot to ask my friend (after the lecture)... Sometimes, we need to go to the next lecture” 
 
The reason why subjects did not reflect or check their comprehension could be due to the fact that subjects were 
unaware of this strategy. On top of that they are not aware of the importance of reviewing lecture notes after the 
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lectures and some subjects argued that they did not have time to do so. Interviews also revealed that subjects only 
reviewed their lecture notes before they sat for a test. 
 
3.2.3 Mental Translation Strategies 
 
Although second and foreign language learning methods assume that students need to think as much as possible 
in the target language, research in the areas of reading and writing have shown that selective translation into 
native language could assist in students comprehension (Cohen and Allison, 2000). This is in accordance with the 
view that translation is a complex cognitive activity and a problem-solving process (Wilss, 1996). Findings from 
this study demonstrate that mental translation strategies were also used by subjects to help their comprehension 
of lectures. Table 4 summarises the result of the analysis: 
 





I translate word by word, as I listen to a lecture. 49 
I translate key words as I listen to a lecture. 62 
 
To improve their comprehension, 62% of the subjects stated that they only translate key words to help them 
understand a lecture. However, only 49% of the subjects said that they translated word by word as they listen to a 
lecture while listening to a lecture. This is probably due to the fact that word by word translation is difficult to do 
and demand a high level of concentration to maintain for a long period of time. 
 
3.2.4 Directed attention 
 
Students’ ability to direct their attention to a subject matter is an essential strategy to enable comprehension 
especially in long lectures. This is supported by Kaplan and Berman (2010) who point out that the ability to 
consciously control our attention is key capacity for both the executive function (planning, thinking) and self-
regulation (control of thoughts and behavior). Analysis of the questionnaire demonstrates that the subject were 
able to utalise this strategy. Results of directed attention strategies used by the subjects are described in Table 5 
below: 
 
Table 5: Directed Attention 
Item  Percentage 
(%) 
I focus harder on the text when I have trouble understanding a lecture 80 
When I have difficulty understanding what I hear, I give up and stop listening. 21 




Many of the subjects interviewed claimed that maintaining concentration and remaining focused is the most 
difficult obstacles to overcome during a lecture. 
 
S2: “I always daydream during lectures, especially if it is boring or I cannot hear the lecturer.” 
S3: “Concentrating is difficult ... maybe I just daydream when I don’t understand...” 
 
However, analysis of the questionnaire showed that the subjects used directed-attention strategies to overcome 
these problems. When faced with the problem of understanding a lecture, the majority of the subjects (80%) 
would focus harder on the text. On top of this, the majority of the subjects (79%) said that they did not give up 
and stop listening when faced with comprehension difficulties during lectures. Meanwhile, when the subjects lost 
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their concentration during lectures, a majority (73%) stated that they would recover their concentration right 
away.  
 
3.2.5 Problem-solving Strategies  
 
Problem solving is a method of enquiry. It is an important approach to find solutions to a problem. To assist 
students in becoming effective language learners, it is essential that their problem-solving abilities are enhanced.  
Analysis of the questionnaire reveals that the subjects frequently used problem-solving strategies in overcoming 
comprehension difficulties when they listen to a lecture in English. Results of these strategies are as summarised 
in Table 6: 
 







I use words I understand to guess the meaning of the words I do not understand. 85 
I use the general idea of the text to help me guess the meaning of the words that I do not understand. 79 
I use my experience and knowledge to help me understand a lecture. 83 
When I guess the meaning of a word, I think back to everything else that I have heard, to see of my guess makes sense. 74 
As I listen to a lecture, I compare what I understand with what I know about the topic. 79 
As I listen to a lecture, I quickly adjust my interpretation if I realise that it is not correct. 58 
 
The table above shows that the most used problem-solving strategy is using words that the subjects knew to guess 
the meaning of unknown words (85%). This strategy is also the most used of all the items listed in the 
questionnaire. Another problem-solving strategy that the subjects utilised was to use their previous experience 
and knowledge to help them understand a lecture (83%) as well as using the general idea of the text to help them 
guessed the meaning of words that they did not understand (79%). Interviews with the subjects seemed to support 
these findings:  
 
S1: “When I don’t know the word the lecturer said, I just try to think what is the topic about.” 
 
S4: “If the lecturer say something I don’t know, I try to guess the meaning with what he said before. Sometimes I 
can understand it (when I use this strategy)”  
 
To assist with lecture comprehension, subjects also utilised other problem-solving strategies such as comparing 
what they understood with what they knew about the topic (79%) and thinking back of things that they had 
learned to check that they had guessed the meaning of a word correctly (74%). However, the analysis also reveals 
that only a small majority of the subjects (58%) adjusted their interpretation when they realised that they had 
guessed incorrectly.  
 
S3: “I just look at what I know, coz sometimes, we have learned the topic in school” 




Results from the study reveal that first year tertiary level students do face difficulties to understand university 
lectures delivered in English. They also faced challenges in maintaining concentration during lectures, however, 
many students do not realise that there are strategies that they could adopt to help them understand lectures better 
and more effectively.  
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Triangulating from the subjects’ responses obtained through the questionnaires and the interviews, it is found that 
even though university students do not feel that listening is more difficult than other language skills, they do 
encounter difficulties in comprehending lectures that are delivered in English.  There is also a lack of awareness 
in strategies to improve comprehension during lectures. The questionnaire reveals that students do not use 
Planning-evaluation metacognitive strategies as much as mental translation, directed attention and problem 
solving strategies. The strategy that most students used to help them in understanding a lecture is to use words 
that they already know to guess the meaning of unfamiliar words. It can also be concluded that students use 
strategies such as using their prior knowledge to understand a lecture and focusing harder when they have 
problems maintaining concentration. The interviews also show that the most common obstacle in understand a 
lecture is to maintain concentration over a period of time. The interviews also reveal that many of the students 
use metacognitive strategies without realising that they are utilising them. This is perhaps due to the fact that 
schools do not teach students strategies on how to listen to long lectures. This proves that comprehension 
problems among students do exist and need to be addressed by ESL professionals. 
 
4.1 Pedagogical implications 
 
Although this investigation was conducted as a case study, the information obtained is valuable to ESL 
professionals as well as research in the area of learning strategy. The findings also have implications on content 
lecturers. 
 
ESL professionals have an important role in assisting university students attending lectures in their second 
language. As these students face difficulties comprehending lectures in English, pre-sessional training or in-
session programme should be provided to the students. The training should prepare students with the language 
and listening skills that are required for students to comprehend lectures effectively. The training programme 
should emphasize on exposing students to metacognitive strategies to maximise lecture comprehension.  
 
To ensure students’ comprehension, content lecturers should re-evaluate their approach and take into account 
students’ difficulties and problems that inhibit their lecture understanding. Firstly, lecturers should not assume 
that students are able to effortlessly comprehend lecture content without first acquiring the necessary background 
knowledge of the topic. Hence, lectures should provide the background knowledge of the topic being presented 
prior to the main lecture. This could be in the form of lecture notes or pre-sessional discussions. In ensuring 
maximum comprehension, content lecturers should take into account of their students’ low language abilities and 
modify their language presentations to their students’ level. This could be achieved using simple sentences and 
rephrasing of lecture points.  
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